
Modern Latin America 
Mondays & Wednesdays at 2:00-3:30 
 
Course Description: 
 

In recent years, some Latin Americanists have questioned the hermeneutics defining the 
field of colonial Latin American History.  The colonial designation some feel posits a disjuncture 
(or beginning) when it could be argued that continuity characterized the historical narrative.  
While students of ideas, political practice, and the cultural domain have been the strongest 
proponents of this intervention, scholars of indigenous cultures—especially the Nahua Studies 
groups—share similar sentiments despite differences in scope and method.  Consequently, 
scholars have been utilizing terms like ‘early’ and ‘early modern’ Latin America to distinguish 
their work from a colonial project and its association with the rupture that Spanish hegemony 
allegedly implied.  Concurrently, a self-conscious collection of scholars identified as the Latin 
American subaltern studies group have called into question the elitist hegemony shaping the 
structure and content of Latin American history.  Scholars of the Latin American subaltern along 
with those who take issue with the occidental reasoning informing how Latin America history is 
currently conceived are introducing new terminology (subaltern, postcolonial, Afro-Latin 
American) that allegedly re-frames the Latin American past and present.  In our semester’s work, 
we shall explore the meanings and implications, if any, that this and other discursive shifts have 
had on Latin American historiography.  Even as this seminar attends to shifts in meaning and 
context, we will engage the substance of the existing historiography. 
 
 This second part of a year-long course is specifically designed as an introduction to 
Modern Latin American History.  It is designed to prepare History graduate students for the 
second major field exams in Latin American history.  Courses, despite their prominence in 
structuring graduate programs, merely introduce students to some of the overarching 
historiographic and conceptual themes defining a field.  To this end, a course identifies some 
areas of inquiry but in doing so obscures others.  At the core of this seminar are three thematic 
foci: 
 

Firstly) Utilizing the concepts of movement, power, and difference one focus is to 
examine the formation of a Renaissance Atlantic in the period of 1400 to 1600 in which Iberian 
History and early Latin America played a central yet still overlooked role.  Framed as a question, 
I am asking: in what ways does recent scholarship on medieval and early modern Iberia call for a 
reconsideration of colonial Latin America history?  Ostensibly a historiographical question, it 
has epistemic implications.  In view that recent scholarship on the Iberian past has been 
transformative, what implications might this have on our thinking, approach, and writing of early 
Latin American history?  Successive turns, most notably the imperial and Atlantic ones, 
complicate matters by underscoring how nineteenth-century nationalist fabrications conjured up 
a mythic Iberia with profound consequences for the foundational representations of colonial 
Latin America history. 

Secondly) through the prism of political economy this course will also bring into relief 
the genealogy of economy and government in early modern Iberia and the early modern Atlantic. 
In the wake of successive intellectual turns (the linguistic, feminist, cultural, the post-colonial, 
and archival turn), our engagement with the cultural domain has become finely honed but at the 



expense of our understanding of the social.  This dynamic, in many respects, reflects the working 
of related but distinct renderings of the political.  Arguably, for cultural historians narrating the 
political entails discursive formations and an awareness of how political rationalities are grafted 
on to cultural codes and grammars.  While we now understand how the political related to the 
social draws on similar discursive formations, it also embodies a materiality—signified in the 
relationship of the political to the economy as in ‘political economy’—that configures it as 
distinct.   To this end, the course will introduce students to a range of authors and texts which 
will develop our analytical skills as they relate to the realm of political economy.  To be clear, 
this aspect of the course is not intended to mean the study of economics or political science for 
historians.  While abstractions of the “economy” or “politics” figure prominently in the 
semester’s work, the course focuses on the contextualized meanings that these terms and related 
concepts implied for various authors and historical actors through time and space.  At the same 
time, it should be understood that this course does not offer a formalized discussion of ‘political 
economy’ framed through a historiography self-consciously stylized as such.  Instead by 
bringing a distinct selection of authors and texts into conversation seminar participants will 
hopefully refine their acumen for thinking and writing about the temporal and spatial specificity 
of early modern ‘political economy.’ 

Thirdly) this course seeks to situate the study of the African diaspora in the early modern 
period.  Accomplishing this task is no simple feat since the study of the black experiences in the 
New World and the African diaspora in general emerged as subjects of scholarly inquiry 
burdened by the weight of European colonial expansion and racial dominance.  In our efforts to 
route the study of the African diaspora through another scholarly abstraction—the early modern 
period—we will highlight the modern genealogies of many of our analytical concepts.  The 
intent here is not simply to offer a relentless critique but to foster ever more awareness for 
historical specificity.  By employing the heuristic concept of diaspora—and specifically the 
African diaspora—another thematic focus resides in the analytical work generated by studying 
cultures of movement.  As scholars, we might begin by asking whether diaspora complicates our 
understanding of disciplinary formations—including the normative assumptions that inform the 
study of society and culture.  How does diaspora, for instance, enhance our perspectives on 
imperial and colonial formations and the ways in which they have been historically represented?  
In utilizing the prism of diaspora we confront the politics of representation through which 
scholars render meaning out of the past and present.  For this reason, diaspora like other 
categories of analysis engages the vexed terrain of representation whereby scholars frame the 
subject of their inquiries. 
 


